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On March 20, President Patricio Aylwin's administration rejected demands by Chile's fruit
exporters to convoke the "Bryan Commission" to mediate in the US-Chile poisoned grape dispute.
According to Chilean business associations, President Aylwin is afraid of provoking conflicts
with the US that could endanger future free trade negotiations. In 1989, the US Food and Drug
Administration (FDA) placed a week-long embargo on imports of Chilean grapes and other fruit
after investigators discovered two grapes poisoned with cyanide among thousands of crates
being unloaded at docks in Philadelphia. Chilean agricultural producers and exporters lost an
estimated US$380 million in spoiled fruit. As a result, business associations demanded that the
Aylwin administration seek compensation from the US government, since laboratory investigations
later revealed that the grapes had been poisoned by saboteurs in the US, rather than in Chile.
Nevertheless, in January a US federal court ruled against Chile in the dispute, leading the private
sector and the Chilean legislature to demand that the executive branch invoke the Bryan-Suarez
Treaty a US-Chilean accord signed in 1914 that calls for formation of a bilateral commission to
resolve disputes when other diplomatic channels fail (see Chronicle 02/04/93). Despite unanimous
congressional support for the initiative, however, on March 20 the Aylwin administration rejected
the Bryan Commission as arbitrator in the conflict, affirming that the government would instead
continue to seek compensation through normal diplomatic procedures. According to government
spokespersons, US trade officials have confidentially suggested that President Bill Clinton's
administration would be willing to discuss other forms of economic compensation for Chile rather
than straight indemnity, such as special import rights for Chilean exporters, combined with other
commercial and economic privileges. On the other hand, US officials have allegedly "insinuated"
that if the Aylwin administration invokes the Bryan Commission, it could hinder eventual free
trade negotiations between the two countries. The government's decision angered Chile's fruit
export associations, which accuse President Aylwin of capitulating to the US. "We feel downright
cheated by the decision not to summon the Bryan Commission," said Ronald Bown, president
of the Association of Fruit Exporters. "Alternative solutions will only partially compensate for
damages, and we have every right to demand complete compensation." In fact, Bown says Aylwin
is deliberately subordinating the interests of fruit producers and exporters to the interests of other
Chilean business groups that are lobbying heavily for a free trade accord with the US. "There are
sectors within the government that want to avoid any possible problems with the US," said Bown.
"They are sectors closely connected with the US, whose primary objective and personal ambition
is a free trade treaty." Meanwhile, Treasury Minister Alejandro Foxley plans to visit Washington
in late March to evaluate the status of the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA), his
first visit since President Clinton took office. According to Foxley, who will meet with congressional
leaders and US Treasury Secretary Lloyd Bentsen, "The outcome of NAFTA discussions in the US
Congress will determine the calendar for similar negotiations between Chile and the US." [Sources:
Agence France-Presse, 03/17/93; Spanish news service EFE, 03/19/93; La Epoca (Chile), 03/21/93; El
Mercurio (Chile), 03/20/93, 03/21/93]
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